













Disability-related bullying and its discursive formations and enactments in the social ecology of schooling

The study uses teachers’ interview narratives to explore the relationship between childhood disability and bullying.  Drawing insights from literature on childhood, critical disability studies and stigma-based perspectives on bullying, the latter is reconceptualised as being a   socially mediated phenomenon, which is not only experienced by children – as either victims or perpetrators – but also as being constituted by them and their lived experiences of disability as ‘difference’.  The latter are usually shaped by negative depictions of disability in the social ecology of schooling that is responsible for giving rise to and exacerbating conditions within which bullying  manifests  Even though teachers are critical of the ways in which students with disabilities are victimised and acknowledge the role of schooling in creating the conditions within which bullying can occur, they nevertheless, inadvertently contribute towards the construction and perpetuation of ‘disability as difference’ discourse. 

Introduction 
Notwithstanding international legislative and policy mandates promoting a human rights and social justice approach to disability and difference (e.g., UN 2008), individuals with disabilities are still disproportionally victimised (Emerson and Roulstone 2014; Liasidou and Gregoriou 2019; Mikton and Shakespeare 2014; Ralph et al 2016). Their victimisation has manifested in different forms and guises and can be attributed to social systems of oppression and subordination linked to dominant assumptions of ontological normalcy (Baynton 2001; Hollomotz 2012). The pervasiveness of dichotomous thinking embodied in conceptualisations of ‘normal’ and ‘pathological’ ways of ‘being’ have been complicit in the propagation and legitimisation of violent, denigrating and abusive acts towards individuals who, it is thought, have deviated from normative constructions of ontological integrity (McLaughlin 2017). 
A wealth of empirical evidence suggests that students with disabilities are more likely to experience victimisation linked to physical, verbal and relational bullying (Blake et al 2012; Farmer et al 2015; Rose and Espelage 2012; Swearer and Hymel 2015), due to the negative ontological status ascribed to them (Chatzitheohari et al 2016; Duncan 2013). The process of stereotyping and labelling has been a contributory factor to the historical isolation, ostracisation and ‘social outcast’ ontological status experienced by children and young people with disabilities (Perlin 2009).

While acknowledging the importance of using the notions of ‘difference’ (Ralph et al 2016),   and ‘stigma’ (Earnshaw et al 2018) to explore the ways in which social interactions and discursive processes and practices precipitate violent and abusive behaviours linked to bullying, very few studies explored the stigma-induced nature of this phenomenon (Chatzitheohari et al 2016; Duncan 2013; Earnshaw et al 2018). Stigma-based understandings of bullying concentrate on exploring structural and ideological prejudice-related factors that create ‘negative ontologies’ (Campbell 2005). The latter are more likely to result in individuals with disabilities experiencing violence and abuse in their social relations. 
Despite the common denominators of general forms of bullying and stigma-based bullying, according to Earnshaw et al the latter is driven ‘by distinct, stigma-related factors’ such as ‘social dominance orientation, stereotypes, prejudice’ (2018:179). Disability-related bullying should thus be understood as a socially mediated phenomenon at the intersection of discrimination, labelling and bullying (Earnshow et al 2018; Thornberg 2015) that is not only experienced by children as either victims or perpetrators, but is also constituted by them and their ‘lived’ experiences of disability as ‘difference’.  The latter are usually shaped by the synergistic effects of negative depictions of disability in the social ecology of schooling and socio-culturally grounded understandings of normality and idealised ways of ‘being’ (McLaughlin 2017). This perspective can allow a more comprehensive analysis of different forms of bullying and its manifestations, along with the distinct ways it can be dealt with (Thornberg 2015). 
The aim of the study is to use theoretical insights from critical disability studies and stigma-based perspectives on bullying to explore teachers’ perspectives and experiences of disablist bullying. The next sections set out the theoretical backdrop against which the data analysis was undertaken. This is followed by an explanation of the ways in which a critical discursive analytic perspective can be used to decipher the ways in which dominant discourses linked to negative depictions of disability are instantiated in teachers’ narrated experiences of disability-related bullying. The final section draws on teachers’ interviews to provide a critical analysis of the ways in which dominant discourses of ‘ontological normalcy’ are produced and reproduced through daily peer-to-peer and teacher-to-peer interactions resulting in prejudice-induced forms of disablist bullying. 

Schooling normality and implications for disability-related bullying
Despite a paradigm shift to an ostensibly more contextual approach to exploring bullying, individual factors still feature prominently in this interactive web of macro and micro dynamics, whereby the analytical edge has focused on exploring the ways in which ‘social factors are embedded within the micro system (i.e. individual factors)’ (Rose et al 2015:240). Psychological research has largely concentrated on identifying the characteristics and ‘deficits’ of the bullied and suggested approaches to deal with bullying within this context (Chatzitheohari et al 2016; Duncan 2013; Farmer et al 2015; Payne and Smith 2013; Thornberg 2015).  
In this respect the aim has been to understand the ways in which children with disabilities exhibit deficits in terms of their social skills and social capital, as well as communication and behavioural difficulties which in turn increase their vulnerability to bullying (Rose et al 2015). By adopting this individual pathology perspective, the perpetrators, according to Ralph et al (2016: 226) ‘are excused, because there is something at “fault” within the disabled person. Then they [disabled children] can be blamed for their own victimization’.  Anti-bullying strategies are also fixated on the aggressor-victim couplet and ignore the ways in which peer-to-peer interactions are informed by and shaped against hegemonic discourses of ‘normalcy’ (Payne and Smith 2013).  As a consequence, social systems of oppression and subordination are regenerated through the social ecology of schooling and the underpinning process of stereotyping and labelling that are accountable for breeding different forms of violence towards vulnerable groups of students (Donelly 2016; Hollomotz 2012).
More enlightened analytical frameworks, informed by social constructionist and interactionist orientations and stigma-based analytical frameworks, have adopted a more critical approach to exploring the ways in which the interplay of educational structure and culture create discursive sites within which childhood experiences are formed and influenced by dominant conceptualisations of normality (Thornberg 2015). Children are not only influenced by these contextual dynamics but are also actively involved in their constitution and perpetuation. These normative assumptions acquire a sanctified status and remain unproblematised and deeply ingrained in the social and educational edifice (Holt 2008).  

Horton (2016:211) highlights the need to adopt ‘a wide-angle lens’ to explore bullying against the ‘societal context and the negative assumptions of difference that pervade it’. This perspective disavows dominant discourses on bullying – informed by reductionist understanding of power located at the bully and victim dyad – and advances broader understandings of power. These broader understandings motivate us to examine the ways in which power relations are contingent upon the ways in which bullies and victims ‘are positioned and position themselves according to wider societal norms regarding race, gender, sexuality, ability, size…..and so on’ (ibid:211). Bullying should thus be discussed with reference to the interactions and ‘identity formation’ politics of victims and perpetrators within the discursive ecologies they inhabit and the socio-culturally mediated vectors of power that shape their understandings and experiences of ontological ‘normalcy’. 
Hence, dominant definitions of bullying as the ‘systematic abuse of power’ (Rigby 2011:273) – manifested in the intentional and repetitive abuse of individuals by more powerful peers (Olweus 2010) – should be reconceptualised as both the ‘systematic and systemic abuse of power’. The latter is routinely experienced by individuals of disability, due to ‘the cultural and political conditions of contemporary life that emphasize ability and denigrate disability’ (Goodley and Runswick-Cole 2011:3). An acknowledgement of the systemic dimensions of power abuse underpins the imperative to not only unravel the power and bullying nexus linked to hierarchical and unequal social relations, but also to understand and problematise the role of ‘disablism’ in the constitution of violence (Goodley and Runswick-Cole 2011). Disablism (e.g., Goodley 2011, 2012) infers the ways in which individuals with disabilities experience multiple forms of violence and abuse due to the hegemony of arbitrarily constructed notions of ‘normality’ (Campbell 2009).  In this respect, scholars suggest that ‘violence experienced by disabled children and their families says more about the dominant culture of disablism than it does of the acts of a few seemingly irrational, unreasonable, mean, violent individuals’ (Goodley and Runswick-Cole 2011:1-2).
Schools are regarded as critical sites in which ‘normality is learned’ (McLaughlin et al 2017:59) through institutionalised practices and cultural symbolisms thereby giving rise to binary perspectives on normality and abnormality, as well as dominant assumptions of ‘ideal’ and ‘non-ideal’ students (Harwood and Humphry 2008: 38). These institutionalised and discursive processes play an instrumental role in shaping children’s conceptualisations and encounters with ‘disability as difference’ discourses through their experiences of institutional dynamics and interactions with teachers and peers that reinforce stereotypical constructions of disability. Children are inevitably exposed to and internalise sanctified discourses of ‘normalcy’ that are communicated to them by the stigmatising and segregating of groups of students who are considered ‘different’. As McLaughlin et al (2017:58) appositely put it, ‘children themselves pick up institutional patterns of othering...’, which influence their own understandings of themselves and each other in social interactions in the classroom and outside it’. Along similar lines, Preston (2016:23), albeit from a sexuality minority status perspective, discusses the ways in which ‘[s]tudents themselves use heteronormative discourses…..to regulate each other’s behaviours’  and, according to Preston, this kind of peer regulation, often leads ‘to victimisation, bullying, and harassment of children and youth whom their peers perceive as non-normative’ (ibid: 23). In this respect, it is suggested that children ‘can be participants in shaping the inequalities, hierarchies and exclusionary processes within the spaces they inhabit’ (McLaughlin et al 2017:16).
The symbolic polarisation and hierarchical positioning of certain children as being ‘outside of normal childhood’ (MacLauglin et al 2017:17) is still an endemic aspect of current schooling. Segregating and exclusionary practices are inconspicuously present in schools, whereby children with disabilities are singled out as being ‘different’ and in need of expert intervention and remedy. Resource Units or Learning Support Units (LSUs) or – as euphemistically called – ‘inclusive units’ are an example of the regeneration of special education practices in mainstream settings (Graham and Sweller, 2011; Slee 2018). These Units constitute a subtle, albeit pervasive, exclusionary device within mainstream settings that marks out some individuals as being negatively different and enhances the risk of them experiencing stigma-induced bullying (Swearer and Hymel 2015).
These discursive processes need to be taken into consideration in understanding bullying as a manifestation of wider social inequalities that render certain individuals vulnerable to interpersonal violence (Goodley and Runswick-Cole 2011; Hollomotz 2012), including bullying (Chatzitheohari et al 2016; Earnshaw et al 2018). The teachers’ role is pivotal in the enunciation and instantiation of the ‘disability as difference’ discourse in the social ecology of schooling as constituted, negotiated and experienced by both teachers and students. Goodley and Runswick-Cole (2011:602) highlight the importance of deciphering ‘the contours of the background’ that give rise to violence that are embodied in ‘the role of social relationships, institutions and culture in the constitution of violence’. 
Teachers have the power to create new discursive spaces and transformative pedagogical encounters to prevent prejudice-based bullying (e.g., Earnshaw et al 2018; Farmer et al 2015; Payne and Smith 2013). Central to this endeavour is the imperative to contribute to challenging rather than reinforcing social norms that legitimise ontological hierarchies and biased arbitrations of ‘student worth’. As Farmer et al (2015:263) report, while discussing the importance of adopting a person-in-context approach to addressing disability-related bullying, ‘…the peer community can be managed by teachers to create social ecologies to support vulnerable youth’. 
Drawing insights from sociological work on stigma (see McLaughlin 2017; Thornberg 2015) and critical disability studies, teachers’ experiences of disability-related bullying are used as a means of understanding the ways in which dominant social norms are regenerated and manifested within their narratives.   Our study aims to address the following questions:
1.	In what ways is bullying the result of negative representations of disability as ‘difference’?
2.	In what ways are teachers’ perspectives and experiences of disability-related bullying informed by disability as’ difference’ discourses? 
3.	In what ways are teachers’ conceptualisations of disability-related bullying challenging or reinforcing hegemonic discourses of disability as ‘difference’? 
Research methodology 
Data were gathered from 15 interviews conducted with teachers in four primary schools in Northern Greece during the second term of the 2017–2018 school year. Non-probability purposive sampling was used to select the schools (Creswell 2012). These differed in size (three were average in size and one was large) and were easily accessible. The sample comprised eleven female teachers and four male teachers who accepted our invitation to be interviewed. Their years of teaching experience ranged from eight to 35 years. Four of these teachers were working in learning support units and resource units. Participants were interviewed individually, in their classrooms after the end of their teaching session. Semi-structured interviews were in line with the focus of the research enquiry, while all ethical considerations were adhered to. 
The strand of analysis reported in this article focuses on emerging themes and issues pertaining to disability-related bullying and the ways in which the latter is experienced, narrated and dealt with by teachers. The analytical edge concentrated on the manifestations of stigma-based bullying related to disability and the ways in which this kind of bullying is discursively constructed through dominant assumptions of ‘normality’. 
Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) was used to identify and problematise the hierarchical social relations and power imbalances that engender and are inscribed in the discursive construction of ‘normality’, and become a legitimised and naturalised means of accepting the unequal treatment and victimisation of students with disabilities. CDA is socio-politically committed (Fairclough 2001) to exposing the subjugating effects of dominant discourses including prejudiced discourses (Van Dijk 1984), and to make transparent unequal power relations and discriminatory regimes which are produced and reproduced through socially unjust social relations that encourage and sustain disability-related bullying. In this respect, the latter is conceptualised through the lens of a social justice and equity perspective and the analytical focus shifts to exposing the ways in which power abuse is reproduced in discourse and has implications for social inequality (Van Dijk 2011).
While acknowledging the interdisciplinary nature and methodological divergence of CDA (Fairclough 2001; Van Dijk 2006, 2016) and the need to eclectically use and cross-fertilise diverse methodologies depending on the focus of research enquiry, the analytical approach adopted draws on Van Dijk’s socio-cognitive approach to CDA.  The aim is to understand the ways in which the bidirectional relationship between discourse and society – acknowledged in the ways in which discourses are reified in social practices and concomitantly constituted by them – are mediated by individuals’ cognitive processes.  The latter are influenced by ‘socially shared cognition such as ideologies’ (Van Dijk 2011:613), and manifested not only in ‘discourse but also in other social practices, such as discrimination, exclusion or violence’ (Van Dijk 2016:70). 
Van Dijk’s (2016) work on the socio-cognitive dimensions of discourse focuses on the identification of racist discourses that are premised on ideological structures linked to ethnic prejudices and xenophobic attitudes. In analogous ways, disability-related bullying needs to be discussed with reference to its ideological structures and the ways in which these are manifested in discourse and reified in institutional practices linked to bullying. Parallel with racism, ‘disablism’ (e.g., Goodley 2011, 2012) is used as a conceptual framework to decipher the ways in which ideological structures are implicitly conferred (Van Dijk 2011) and polarise between positive portrayals of those who embody the ontological normalcy prescribed by the shared sociocultural knowledge of ‘normality’, and those who are imputed an ‘otherness’ image. . In this respect, CDA focuses on the interrogation of the subjectivities construed through text and talk and the ways in which certain people are given inferior and dependent subject positions. 
The linguistic structures and the ideological properties of the text such as word choices, metaphors, euphemisms and polarisations to name a few, as well as ‘linguistic absences’ (Luke 2002:104), are implicated in and are constitutive elements of power asymmetries, which produce and reproduce stigma-induced behaviours and violent acts towards those individuals who are thought to deviate from social norms. The deixis of ‘us’ and ‘them’, for example, is a linguistic structure that creates a symbolic bipolarisation of ‘abled-bodied’ and ‘disabled individuals’, whereby the former distance themselves from the ‘Others’ (see Van Dijk 2016) 
Teachers’ narratives can provide insights into the cognitively mediated dimension of power abuse instantiated, according to Van Dijk (2016:69), ‘at all levels of text or talk: topics, lexicon, descriptions, argumentation, storytelling, metaphors and so on’. The critical analysis of the text is also an interdiscursive process, for it takes into consideration the wider context and its underlying socio-cultural knowledge that impacts upon and is constituted by individual mental processes. The latter are informed by ideological presumptions that shape individual and social understandings of normal ways of ‘being’ valorized by ‘socially shared cognition’ (Van Dijk 2011:613) 
Several critical readings of the transcribed interviews’ narratives were undertaken, focusing on the ways in which ‘disablism’ is linguistically conferred and manifested through teachers’ narrated experiences of disability-related bullying. The aim was to identify the ‘socio-cognitive structure of underlying ideologies’ (Van Dijk 2011:621) linked to disablism, so as to understand how these discourses influence teachers’ perspectives on disability-related bullying, while making sense of the ways in which they are instantiated   through their narrated stories and experiences of disability-related bullying.  Thematic and content analyses were employed, and three primary coding categories were generated for this purpose, relevant to  : (a) children’s negative representations of disability as ‘difference’, (b) teachers’  disabling pedagogies and  collective indifference, and (c) disability as difference’ discourses manifested in teachers’ narratives. 
Analysis and Discussion 
This section describes and analyses the interviews with teachers against the three coding categories identified above. 
Bullying as the outcome of children’s negative representations of disability as ‘difference’  
Teachers’ narrated experiences of prejudice-based bullying provides evidence of the ways in which students use disabling discourses against peers, who are not perceived as being the embodiments of ‘ontological ideals’ abetted and sustained by hegemonic social and educational norms, while their perceived ‘differentness’ is ‘produced and reproduced in everyday interactions’ (Thornberg 2015:166). The analysis documents the ways in which language is used and embodies discriminatory and subjugating discourses that construe inferior and abject human subjectivities, thereby re-producing and perpetuating power abuse and unjust social practices linked to disability-related bullying.   As evinced in the following interview extracts, ‘disability as difference discourses’ are endemic in peer-to-peer encounters, and manifested in the abusive ways in which individuals with disabilities are referred to and characterised. 

When I was working as a support teacher for a child with Parkinson and autistic spectrum disorders the rest of the pupils were verbally abusing him by calling him "dirty, backward and other negative characterisations" and they isolated him, because nobody wanted to hang out with him, because he could not walk properly and was constantly falling and all his body was shaking and saliva was running from his mouth and as a result children used to say that they were disgusted by him.   (Teacher 1)

A student who had reduced ability to perform during sports activities due to a disability…was frequently exposed to verbal violence and was isolated from his classmates because he couldn’t cope and was excluded from the game. In his attempt, after being prompted by his teacher, to go back to the game, he was subjected to physical violence, so that he would voluntarily leave the game (Teacher 15)

Another issue that emerged through teachers’ narratives is the ways in which individuals with disabilities are occasionally reluctant to report their victimisation and abuse. Hershkowitz et al (2007) have very appositely characterised students with disabilities as ‘silent victims’, as they are less likely – in comparison with their non-disabled peers – to report their abuse and victimisation. Consequently, efforts to prevent and tackle bullying should focus on identifying the ‘silent victims’, who are entangled in a complex web of external and internalised forms of oppression, as the following quote suggests: 

I was on call one day when I had to intervene when a group of 4th grade children put down a classmate who was stuttering, they were spitting on him, kicking him and teasing him. And I was taken aback by the fact that he did not resist, nor did he seek a teacher to ask for help. It seemed as if this was something that he considered as being ‘normal’. (Teacher 1). 

The student seemed to have internalised the inferior ontological status imputed to him through the discourse of ‘ableism’ (Campbell 2009) that legitimises the hierarchical supremacy of certain individuals, who are thought to represent the embodiments of corporeal ideals. It has long been suggested that individuals with disabilities internalise their ascribed inferior and submissive ‘subject positions’ and consent to their unequal treatment and victimisation (Campbell 2006; Watts and Erevelles 2004). 

Teachers’ disabling pedagogies and ‘collective indifference’ 
 Hegemonic discourses of ontological normalcy not only shape peer-to-peer interactions but are also accountable for the ways in which deficit-oriented social norms related to disability are reinforced and legitimised through teachers ‘disabling pedagogies’ (Goodley 2007).  Many teachers provided evidence of the ways in which disability-related bullying was manifested in some of their fellow teachers’ interactions and encounters with their disabled students; a phenomenon that was criticised and condemned. The following quotes are examples of the ways in which disability-related bullying is enacted through teacher-to-peer interactions. 
A student with learning difficulties was asking many questions about the teaching material, so he was verbally attacked by his teacher, who considered that the student had low levels of perception, and he was condescending towards him while constantly attacking him, and not answering his questions. (Teacher 15) 

….a colleague was particularly hostile towards a student who had dyslexia. The child had lots of questions in the lesson, he could not read… This hostile behaviour was manifested on a daily basis, and as a result students would follow the example of their teachers.  (Teacher 5) 

A child with an intellectual disability was predominantly bullied by a teacher who was shouting at him all the time …He was a very tidy and clean child but she [the teacher] didn’t approach him because she was disgusted by him and was teasing him because of the ways he was dressed. It’s a shame for teachers to behave like this, especially in this day and age. (Teacher 2) 

Even though almost all teachers referred to incidences of bullying in teacher-to-peer interactions, they were not able to articulate the ways in which they tried individually and collectively – through their schools’ anti-bullying policies and procedures– to deal with stigma-based bullying initiated by teachers and projected onto their students. It seems that our interviewees’ ‘socially shared cognition’ (Van Dijk 2011) is well aligned with the legitimisation of bipolar couplets linked to disablism (e.g., normality versus impairment) that emanate from unequal power relations and discriminatory regimes. Due to the internalisation and normalisation of domineering corporeal conceptualisations of ‘normality’, our interviewees exhibited what Slee (2013) called ‘a condition of collective indifference’ to counteract the ways in which ‘disability as difference’ discourses were manifested in their colleagues’ encounters and interactions with disabled students. 
‘Collective indifference’ is the result of historically and socio-culturally situated   understandings of disability couched in deficit-oriented and charitable perspectives on disability. Slee (2013) reflects upon the ways in which his childhood memories and encounters with his ‘disabled’ peers were imbued with sentiments of fear, pity and aversion. These sentiments have become a naturalised way of conceptualising disability and imputing an otherness image to those who ‘deviated’ from dominant social norms. These norms and their social legitimisation and perpetuation, rather than problematisation and destabilisation, have been responsible for the collective indifference of teachers to challenge teacher-to-student abusive interactions. As Slee (2013:903) succinctly put it:
Through a multiplicity of messages, we form a subterranean knowledge that is sometimes challenged and frequently reinforced. We have a spoiled understanding about disabled people where disability is conflated with impairment. We are absolved from responsibility for the disablement of people with a range of challenging differences. 
The dichotomous thinking of normality and abnormality and the polarisation between ingroups and outgroups are also manifested in the ways in which general teachers siloed special teachers and drew a demarcation line between ‘us’ and ‘them’. As part of their symbolic ‘outgroup’ nomination, special teachers also had to endure disablist bullying.  As the following quote suggests:  
On many occasions, even we, special education teachers, experience bullying. If something happens that involves a child with disabilities, other teachers   approach us aggressively and tell us: "Discipline your child." "Your kid did this and that ..." without thinking that the kid is a student of their class. The teachers themselves marginalise these children. This should not happen. It is not right. The class teacher should not transfer responsibility to the special education teacher but should be responsible for all children in his (sic) class. (Teacher 12) 
The metaphor of ‘liminal positions’ has been very appositely used to describe the ways in which non-disabled individuals who are closely associated with individuals with disability, and act as their allies, can also experience forms of ‘disablism’ due to the polarisation between ingroups and outgroups (Ryan and Runswick-Cole 2008).  
The following section concentrates on deciphering ‘prejudiced discourses’ embedded in teachers’ narratives. Despite their informed awareness of the impact of negative perceptions, portrayals and articulations of ‘disability as difference’ discourses, teachers’ narratives document the ways in which they inadvertently ascribe to deficit-oriented and charitable understandings of disability that reinforce catastrophic binaries of normality and abnormality.  
Disability as difference discourses in teachers’ narratives and their suggestions for anti-bullying interventions  
 Teachers’ narrated stories of disability-related bullying provided insights into their own perceptions of disability and the ways in which students with disabilities are positioned and conceptualised. While being critical towards the ways in which students with disabilities were victimised by both peers and teachers, their narratives reflect their own ideological presuppositions and bigotries related to difference and diversity on the grounds of disability. 
The discourse on teachers’ understandings of ‘disability as difference’ is implicitly conferred through their portrayal of ‘disabled children as requiring special forms of monitoring control’ (McLaughlin et al 2017:59).  The dichotomous thinking of general and special education has historically been used as a safety net for ‘managing’ and ‘containing’ potentially ‘troubled and troublesome’ groups of students in order to protect the ‘educational equilibrium’ of mainstream schooling (Armstrong et al. 2010). 
 As the following quotes suggest, the problem of disability-related bullying is attributed to the absence of a ‘special teacher’ to protect and ‘contain’ the ‘victim’. 
For example, last year we had a kid on the autistic spectrum. A teacher, who was our headteacher’s favourite, was the one who was verbally abusing the child all the time, so he had problems in the break. The bad thing was that he did not have a special teacher to "protect" him [the student with disabilities]. (Teacher 11) 
But why do they hire special education and support teachers? To look after and care for children with special needs. We are not involved in this. Do we [the teachers] have to do everything? (Teacher 4)
Me?? Then what’s the point of having special education teachers?  I think that's why there are teachers of special education. Okay, there will be some kind of cooperation, but he is the one who is primarily responsible. (Teacher 5)
…for these children we also have special education teachers in schools. To take care of students and to protect them from unpleasant situations. (Teacher 14) 

Teachers also seem to conceptualise disability as being a pitiful experience that epitomizes a personal tragedy perspective (Tremain 2009). The ‘discourse of professionalism’ (Fulcher 1999) – of providing expert intervention and specialist forms of provision – is intertwined with the ‘charity discourse’ (Tomlinson 1982) and informs teachers’ understandings and envisaged actions in tackling disablist bullying.  By implication, their recommended intervention strategies concentrate on enabling non-disabled students to understand the ‘tragedy’ of their disabled peers and to evoke sentiments of pity as a way of preventing disability-related bullying.
Rather than challenging social hierarchies that place individuals with disabilities at the lower end of the continuum, the following quotes document the ways in which teachers reinforce and legitimate hierarchical social relations of dependency and subjugation, whereby disability-related victimisation is contingent on non-disabled individuals’ ‘good will’ and ‘philanthropic sentiments’ to ‘protect’ those who do not embody their ‘abled bodied fantasy’. 
Other children need to have a wheelchair to see how difficult it is to move it, but also how lucky they are to have their own legs... (Teacher 9)
My intervention will be immediate and I will try to protect the disabled pupil but also to help or encourage the perpetrator to empathise with and to get into the victim's position and to understand the difficulties he faces in his daily life due to his disability, and because of people and society that do not help at all to make the life for pupils with disabilities easier. So, the perpetrator himself will slowly be able to, I want to believe, understand that he should not make the already difficult life of his fellow student even more difficult (Teacher 7)
Going even further, some teachers suggested that bullying is inevitable when students with disabilities co-exist with their non-disabled peers. This kind of assumption – as manifested in the following interview extract – emanates from negative portrayals of disabled students as ‘being inherently vulnerable’, which ‘may cause them to be seen as ‘weak’ or ‘help less’ and even to be blamed for their own victimization’ (Ralph et al 2016:223). Simultaneously,  bearing in mind the linguistic absences of the text and their discursive ramifications ( Luke 2002), it is worth noting that  the recognition of  disabled children’s rights-bearing subject positions (Degener 2016) is  conspicuously  absent from teachers’ narratives on disability-related bullying.  





Addressing peer-victimisation on the grounds of disability constitutes an integral aspect of attempts to foster greater inclusive education policies and practices. Moving beyond laudable rhetorical legal and policy commitments to the rights-based, and social justice principles of an inclusive education reform agenda (Slee 2011,2018), the idiomorphic nature of disability-related bullying needs to be urgently prioritised in educational and social development research (Farmer et al 2015). 

Our data highlight the ways in which educational spaces constitute oppressive discursive sites for students with disabilities, who are routinely subjected to peer-to-peer, as well as teacher-to-peer victimisation. Catastrophic social norms and conceptual dualisms, that have historically portrayed individuals with disabilities as ‘negative ontologies’, continue to surreptitiously permeate the social ecology of schooling, and have a pervasive impact on the ways in which difference and diversity on the grounds of disability is perceived and dealt with. The power of discourse in constructing inferior and abnormal human identities needs to be acknowledged and problematised in the pursuit of tackling stigma-based bullying in effective and socially just ways. 
Even though teachers acknowledge the insidious effects of normative discourses on disability-related victimisation initiated by peers and in some cases, teachers, their responses to these incidents mirror a somewhat apathetic and fatalistic stance as they seem to abscond from any professional and ethical responsibility to challenge stereotypical constructions of ‘otherness’ linked to disability. This is presumably due to their own longstanding exposure to and internalisation of social norms of disability-related bigotry. According to Slee (2013) these social norms permeate childhood experiences and are accountable for the ‘collective indifference’ as well as unconscious bias that characterise responses to institutional hierarchies and oppressive regimes that perpetuate stigma-based bullying on the grounds of disability. The condition of ‘collective indifference’ is documented through the ways in which teachers’ narratives of critiquing disability-related bullying and articulating anti-bullying interventions are informed by charity discourses of ‘pity’ and ‘protection’, as well as discourses of ‘professionalism’ (Fulcher 1999), which are interwoven and articulated in their narrated concerns to ensure that students with disabilities are protected by their ‘special teachers’.
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